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Abstract

This pilor study aimed ro garher informarion about knowledge of and antitudes towards a range of health and dietary issues, with
a focus on obesity and NCDs. It involved 967 children equally distributed between Form 3 (age range 13-14) and form 5 (age
range 16-17) from three schools, one from each of the health divisions in Fiji. Ir was found that almost half of the sample group
were of "normal” weight, whilse 18% were classified as “overweight™ and 16% as “obese". Half the children took an inactive
made of transport (Busicar ) to school and a higher percenrage of those who went by busicar were overweight. The average daily
consumprion of fruit and vegetables was very low and the consumption of fried foods was high, particilarly in wrban-based
schools.

The majority of students did not know the full and correct definition of “balanced meals”.

Despite the majority of children (83.7%) recognizing the importance of PA and 75% of children reporting that they exercised
“for health”, only 4% of boys and 10% of girls said they looked forward 1o PE classes as it was good for their health. Ninety
percent of children indicated that being overweight is not healthy and that 75% of children think that being underweight is not
healthy.

Overall, the children recognized the imporiance of good diet and exercise for health. However, gaps existed in the curriculum
— particilarly regarding the importance of engaging in PE jor health, the role of obesity in increasing the risks of NCDs and
the specific meanings of terms such as “health” and "balanced meals ™. Modification of the carriculum to enforce knowledge of

the importance of PEIPA and the way they impact upen health, may improve the dietary and PA trends seen in schools in Fiji.
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have on average, doubled during the last decade from
less than 10% in the early 80's to 20% in early 2001
™_This is cause for concern because scientific studies
have shown patterns of weight gain during teen years
are closely linked to being overweight and obese in
adulthood and are a strong predictor of diabetes and
other NCDs in adults (10).

Introduction The importance given to and the amount of physical
This report represents a summary of the findings of a  activity undertaken by school children is now under
pilot survey carried out as parl of “The Strengthening”, scrutiny because of the trends of increasing obesity in
a School-Based NCD Prevention Project funded by  theyoung'# Type 2 diabetes * in children, hypertension
the Secretariate of the Pacific Community. The aim of and cardiovascular diseases. These illnesses contribute
the survey was to provide information that could be  'o @ reduced quality of life as well as the premature
used as a guide for the reorientation of the Physical  deaths of 2,518 (41.3%) out of total 6,116 hospital
Education school curriculum, with the intention of deaths due to obesity/cardiovascular/diabetes related
improving knowledge, attitudes and practices of health ~ deaths in Fijiin 2003 . Lack of physical activity and poor
and physical activities in order to reduce the future  diet are precursors of adult chronic non-communicable
prevalence of obesity and other NCDs. diseases. Primary prevention of obesity and NCDs
poses few risks while having many benefits ™ ' as well
Overweight and cbese school children have become a a5 being very cost effective.
public health concern worldwide and our Pacific Island
Countries are no exceplion. Available data shows that  The benefits of regular physical activity (and good
the rates of obesity amongst Pacific school children  health) on body compasition, skeletal health, circulation,
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strength and endurance, psychological health, ability to
deal with stress, body weight and blood pressure are
well documented %, Children who are physically active
and play sports regularly are less likely to engage in
health-risking behaviours 8", In addition, active children
are more likely to continue to do so during adulthood.
Physical activity also helps to develop important skills
such as balance, co-ordination, team spirit, as well as
being a source of much enjoyment for many children.

As these behaviours are learnsd in childhood,
intervention strategies that promote physical activity
should be aimed at young people with
schools being the ideal setting ™.

Unfortunately, there has been no
systematic study of ﬂh}.l'Sil.‘:al acﬁvily
and dietary patterns of children in Fiji.
Mo studies have been undertaken in
Fiji schools to review the uptake of
PE and its relationship to health. This
study aims to provide some indication
of the situation in schools and identify
problem areas that could address
the problem of childhood cbesity. It
is assumed that this would lead to a
healthier adult population for the next generation.

Research Aims

The study aimed to document socio-demographic
informaticn, distary and physical activity patterns,
atlitudes and knowledge which affect lifestyle ?and
health behaviours amongst secondary school students
in Fiji.

The three research areas were:

{a) physical activity audit intensity/frequency of
activity, beliefs and attitudes;

(b) diet audit meal pattern, knowledge of food groups,
fruit and vegetable eating pattern, food buying
pattern from canteen, frequency of intake of fatty
foods, snack buying patterns;

{c) knowledge and beliefs an understanding of various
health and nutrition concepts in the student's own
words and whather this had an impact upon the
students' activities, both in and out of school.

Methodology

Three secondary schools, one from each of the health
administration divisions, were selected by the Ministry of
Education to participate. The subjects were from Forms
3 and 5. Selection was based on location and minimal
disruption to examination time tables,

The target groups were provided with information about

Unfortunately, there
has been no systematic
study of physical
activity and dietary
patterns of children in
Fiji. No studies have
been undertaken in Fiji
schools to review the
uptake of PE and its
relationship to health
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the survey and written consent was cobtained for each
participant from parents and teachers.

Data was collected through self administered
questionnaires under the supervision of a nurse/
dietician who had been fully briefed prior to the survey
date. The questionnaire consisted of both “closed”
and “open-ended” questions on socio-demographic
variables (location/area, age, gender, sthnicity, as wel|
as information about each subject's knowledge and
attitudes towards selected health, diet and lifestyls
issues. Height and weight were also measured.

The data was “cleaned” and entered
using EpiData (version 302) and
Epilnfo 2000 before being exported to
SPSS for analysis.

Results

A total of 967 children equally
distributed between Forms 3 and 5
between 13-17 years of age from the
three schools St Bede's (Morthern
Division), Suva Grammar (CentEast
Division) and MNatabua (Western
Division). The majority of students
were Fijian (60.6% n=586), and of the
remainder 24.1% (n=233) were Indo Fijians and 15.3%
(n=148) were "Others”. St Bedes and Suva Grammar
both had a predominantly Fijian student population,
while Natabua was a predominantly Indo-Fijian schoal.
More than half the total school population surveyed was
female {53.5%). '

Health status

The study found that almost half of the sample group
were of "normal” weight, whilst 18% were classified as
“overweight” and 16% as "obese”. Being overweight or
obese was more common amongst Fijians (9% and 10%
respectively) and children of “Other” ethnicity (17.6%
overweight and 21.6% cbese). Overweight and obesity
was more prevalent amongst females (23% overweight
and 21% obese ) compared to males (13% overweight
and 11% obese).

The study also reported 12% of all children were
moderately under weight and 5% severely underwaight.
Underweight was more prevalent in Indo-Fijians (22.3%
moderately and 13.7% severe) and males were more
likely to be moderately underweight than famales (15%
compared to 9%) but no gender differences were seen
for severe underweight.

Physical Activity Audit

Answers on activity type and level bothin and out of school
as well as the mede of transport used by the children
to and frem school in an average school day showed
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equal proportions used inactive (busicar) and “active”
(walking/bike) modes of transport to and from school.
Although the majonty of children in both categories
were of normal nutritional status, a higher percentage
of those who went by bus car were overweight (8.4%
compared to 5.2%) or obese (8.9% compared to 3.6%).
Conversely, children who were underweight were also
more likely to travel by bus/car.

Qverall, the majority of children partook in some form
of exercise, only 5.8% of males and 13.3% of females
said that they did not. The most popular form of exercise
was "non-organised team sports”, particularly amongst
girls. Although many children (34.1% males and 24.5%
females) took part in organised leam sports, relatively
few (5.3% and 7.7% respectively) engaged in organised
individual sports. Almost a quarter of boys were involved
in more than one of these calegories but this figure was
lower (14.3%) for girls.

Vollay ball was the most commaon organised team game
identifiad by all threa schoals.

Dietary Audit
The majority of children {(38%) reported that they did not
consume fruit every day and 17.6% reported not eating

Figure 1: Amounts of Fruits, Vegetables and
Fried Foods Consumed on an Average Day
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vegetables each day. Similarly, 34.6% of children said
they ate 2-4 serves of vegetables each
day compared to only around a quarter
of children who ate 2-4 sarves of fruits/

Only 50% of children reported having eaten two or three
balanced meals, and 25% had eaten either one or no
balanced meals within the last twom days prior to the
surveay.

The most popular items that would be bought by students
from their school cantean, if they wera available, would
be sandwiches (50.9%), soft drinks (44.7%) and meat
pies (40.9%). The most common snack foods the
students would purchase using their pocket money
were chocolates, beans and twisties.

Knowledge and Beliefs

In order to determine children's knowledge on certain
issues, open-ended questions were included in the
questionnaire and these were designed to allow
correlations to be drawn between knowledge and
action.

When asked to rate the importance of undertaking PA
lhe majorily of children from all three schools (average
83.7%) rated it as “very important”. Children in Form
3 were more likely to respond that PA was important
{(86%) than their peers in Form Five (79%).

Overall, 75% of children said that they exercised “for
haalth”, This response was more comman fram children
in Natabua and Suva Grammar (81% each) compared
to only 85% of children from St Bade's. When asked
whether their parenits exercised for health, 83% of
children from Natabua and 68% from Suva Grammar
responded that they did, compared to only 47% from St
Bede's,

Figure 2 below shows 63% of males and 68% of femalas
looked forward to PE for social reasons and because it
was fun. Only a small percentage (14% of males and
10% of females) looked forward to PE for health reasons
while 3% of males and 7% of females indicated they did
not enjoy PE at all.

The survey also found that children had some vague

Figure 2: Reasons Why Children Look Forward to PE Classes

avary day was 38.2% while 24% ate | g .
2-4 serves of fried foods/day. | o
| e
1 Fririmh
High consumption of fried foods was | 3gu | =
mora commaon in the most urbanised 1% .

environment (Suva Grammar) and
least common in the more rural
environment (St Bede's).
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understanding of ‘health’, *balance diet’, and 'protective
foods’. For example, health was likely to be associated
with either good diet or plenty of exercise. Likewise,
balanced dist was more likely to be defined as either '3
food groups or ‘correct amount of food” and only 5.1% of
boys and 7.1% of girls provided the full answer. .

The majority (90%) of students knew that overweight/
obese was not healthy and 75% stated that being
underweight was not healthy.

Discussion
Whilst we have the growing problem of

overweight and obese children, this study 1 he study showed

volleyball, and netball). The most popular informal
sports or activities during a typical school week were
reported to be rugby and volleyball,

Students responses to the question of why they did not
look forward to Physical Education was that PE classes
were "boring”, they did anly for fear of "being punished”,
they did not like the timing of the PE classes and the
lack of availability of changing/showering facilities.

Dietary Audit

Generally fruit and vegetable intake was very low. This
is also consistent with the STEP survey
results. It also appears to be consistent

confirms that the problem of under-nutrition that for every with a world wide trend.  About 50% of
still exists. Only 49% of Sll.:ldﬁms in this overweight/obese -::hildreln did not eat fruits and vegetables at
survey were of normal weight for their male, there are 2 all, while anly 40% ate vegetables daily.but
height while 38% were overweight/obese, ! also ate only cne piece of fruit per day.
The problem of under-nutrition exists ©Overweight/obese

(17%) alongside overweight and obesity.
The study also confirms the universal trend
of more females being overweight and obese compared
to males (42.1% and 23.2% respectively). The study
showed that for every overweight/obese male, there are
2 averweight/obese female students. This trend appears
comparable to NCD Steps Survey results (19) for 15-19
years of age group. Anecdotal information indicates that
obesity in primary school children has also increased
during the last few years. It appears that there is a
growing problem of overweight and obese children in
Fiji.

Similar to other studies, this survey also showed the
trend that more Indo-Fijian children were underweight
compared to Fijlans — a trend also seen in the adult
population. This may in part be due to differences in
physiological build between the two ethnic groups
and differences in dietary patterns that are culturally
determined.

Physical Activity Audit

About 50% of children in this survey took the bus or car
(inactive transport) to school. Of these 17.3% of children
were in the overweight/obese category. In general,
students attending schools located in towns are more
likely to travel by cars and buses to and from school.
A Canadian study reported similar results where 51%
of children aged 5-17 years relied on inactive modes
of transport to and from school (Nov. 28, 2000 & Jan.
2001). In the same study 32.2% were overweight and
15.6% were obese.

More than a third of the students (41%) reparted playing
either informal or formal sports on a regular basis in
their spare time. The type of physical activities most
students engage in were of a “team sport” nature {rugby,

female students

The consumption of fried foods is high,
particularly in more urbanized areas. In
addition, butter is the mast frequently identified food
that students thought contributed to ‘too much fat in
the body’. This clearly demonstrates that knowledge
does not always transfer to action. Choice purchases
from the canteen included said soft drinks (44.7%) and
meat pies (40.9%), whist the most highly sought after
snacks were chocolates and twisty. A study in the USA
found that snacking has always been a significant part
of a child's diet compared to adult's - children under 18
years of age consume snack foods 23% more often
than adults (22).

Knowledge and Beliefs

The majority of students did not know the full definition
of “balanced meals. Despite the majority of children
recagnizing the importance of PA (83.7%) and 75% of
children reported they exercised “for health”, only 14%
of boys and 10% of girls said they looked forward to PE
classes as it was good for their health (Figure 2). The
majority of children (63% and 68% respectively) looked
forward to PE for fun/social reasons. The majority of
students defined “health” as having a good diet and
exercise.

When questioned on how to avoid diabetes, the
majority of students (66%) said reducing sugar would
avoid diabetes while only 43% said that some exercise
is needed to avoid diabetes. Although exercise was
indicated by 68.3% of students to avoid heart attacks
and strokes, many students responded that “reducing fat
and cholesterol” (38.6%) may help avoid heart attacks
and strokes, while 31.2% think that a “balanced diet” is
important in avoiding heart attacks and strokes. Whilst it
would be untrue to regard these responses as “wrong”,
there does need to be a more encompassing awareness
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of the joint role played by dietary and lifestyle factors
in the prevention NCDs, as well as a more specific
recognition of obesity being a causative factor of these
illnesses.

The pilot study shows that majority of students (three
quarters) knew that both overweight and underweight
are. However, a quarter of student were unaware of
underweight and malnourished as a
problem,

Implications for the School
Curriculum

Overall, the responses of the children
indicated that they recognized the
impertance of diet and exercise for health,
However there were gaps in knowledge,
attitudes and practice.

The study indicated a number of areas
of concern that could possibly be addressed by and
incorporated into the school curriculum include:

* |Increasing rates of being overweight and cbese
alongside underweight in school children (males
and females)

Majority of students do not eat enough fruit and
vegelables

One quarter of the students survey reported not
eating a balanced meal in the last two days prior
to the survey

Almost half the students reported they would buy
soft drinks if it was available in the canteen

The three most common snacks students would
buy from their pocket money were chocolate,
beans and twisty

Two thirds of students reported their parents did
not exercise for health

Students in more urbanized environment were
more likely to associate exercise with health
Most students traveled by bus or car to and from
school

Students did not look forward to PE classes
because it was boring, the timing is not appropriate
and there is no shower for students to use after
PE classes

Few students understood the link between
physical activity, physical education and health
Students enjoyed team sports

Social reasons and fun was the reason for looking
forward to PA by most students

Two secondary school curricula could be targeted to
address the Issues listed abowve: Physical Education
(PE) curriculum and Home Economics curriculum. PE
could be re-oriented towards health and wellbeing rather
than focusing mainly on physical fitness for competitive

Students did not
look forward to PE
classes because
it was boring,
the timing is not
appropriate and
there is no shower
for students to use
after PE classes
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sports. The PE curriculum could also include basic skills
in nutrition knowledge to complement knowledge and
skills in physical movement. Lessons can be made fun
to encourage student participation.

Although schools have designated PE classes, it has
never been taught as part of *health’ in Fiji. The impact
of PE/PA on health should be highlighted. Structured
physical activity through school PE classes
also provides an excellent opportunity for
children to enjoy being physically active
which can have a long-lasting positive
impact.

The Home Economics classes could also
bereviewedtoincludethelatestinformation
on NCDs as well as underweight. Skills in
choosing foods are important if children
are to be able to discriminate nutritious
food from non-nutritious ones.

These last 3 paragraphs are a good discussion and think
this section could be revised to include other solutions
to the above “problams” also.
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